The announcement of Australia's Royal Commission into Institutional Child Sexual Abuse was the culmination of a long campaign by survivor groups to have their stories heard.
3 churches functioned to both foster abuse and suppress its disclosure and exploring the ways in which the feminist analysis of child sexual abuse, articulated particularly in the work of Linda Gordon in the 1970s helped to give victim/survivors the language through which to bring their experiences into the public domain.
Although the feminist concern was with the abuse of girls within the family home, the new discourse, adopted by predominantly male survivor/victims of extra-familial clerical abuse, built upon notions of childhood innocence which stood in sharp contradistinction to the libertarian analyses of child sexuality that had developed within both the women's and the gay liberation movements. Using the testimony presented to recent Australian inquiries, this paper seeks to trace the way in which this new discourse has been used by care leavers to name their experiences as abusive and to identify the failures in the systems charged with their care that allowed such abuse to occur. While such testimony does not give access to a factual account of institutional life it does demonstrate the way in which the abuse was experienced and understood and how these understandings have changed over time. Through the analysis of this testimony the article is able to show how pre-existing conceptions of the children as morally tainted, combined with a culture of denial amongst care givers, and the authorities responsible for their regulation and supervision, to create an environment in which abuse was able to thrive.
Inquiries into past welfare practices
The beginning of Australia's series of public inquiries into past child welfare practices is usually dated to the National Inquiry into the Separation of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Children from their Families which arose in response to evidence from the Royal Commission on Deaths in Custody of the impact of child removal on Australian Indigenous communities. The terms of reference made no mention of sexual abuse but in the evidence 4 presented there were more than 502 instances noted, earning the phenomenon its own section within the final report released in 1997. 4 The two subsequent Federal inquiries, Lost
Innocents and Forgotten Australians, followed a similar trajectory, with sexual abuse absent from the terms of reference but identified in the subsequent reports as prevalent in the institutions which housed child migrants and local children taken into care. 5 In the report of the inquiry into abuse in Queensland institutions completed in 1999, sexual abuse was considered as one of four forms of abuse that were found to be endemic in the system. 6 However, when South Australia instigated its own inquiry early in the new century the focus had narrowed, with sexual abuse positioned alongside deaths in care as the core subjects for investigation as indeed it became for the Victorian inquiry which reported in late 2013. Nor was this abuse unknown to the authorities, with a series of investigations conducted from the 1940s on, all of which were resolved internally, usually by the relocation of the children involved.
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Feminists and the (re)discovery of child sexual abuse
The explanation for the silence around such instances of sexual abuse, American scholar, Linda Gordon has argued, was the absence of a feminist voice, or a feminist consciousness to provide the language through which concerns could be articulated. Without such a feminist voice, she suggests, the identification of instances of child sexual abuse served only to supply 'evidence and arguments for constricting and disempowering children'. 18 When complaints were investigated the focus was on the sexual knowingness of the child rather than the offender who was more likely to be seen as pathetic than predatory. There have been few attempts to explain the gender disparity that is noted by most inquiries however Parliament of Victoria at 137suggests that higher levels of recidivism amongst perpetrators who target boys may lead to more victims in institutional settings.
"survivor" of sexual abuse became key cultural terms'. 26 'The discourse of child sexual abuse', he argues 'has expanded at the expense of a discourse of child sexuality.' By focusing on issues of power and powerless, he concludes, feminist scholars have profoundly misunderstood 'the dynamics of human sexual and intersubjective relations' avoiding any analysis of some of the 'thorny issues of child sexuality'.
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Angelides does not suggest that this erasure of child sexuality was intentional but rather that in the face of rising concern about paedophilia and child sexual abuse the space within which it could be discussed shrank. 28 Australian feminist scholar, Barbara Baird, shares Angelides' concern, suggesting that child sexual abuse has gained such currency because it resonates with larger concerns about the viability of the nation. In the wake of the evidence of widespread sexual abuse brought to light in the series of child welfare inquiries, she argues, any instance of the sexualisation of children had to be condemned if the national virtue was to be restored. 29 However, in the process, the prominence given to the 'passive', 'innocent', victim child denied any space in public debate for 'the voice of children whose sexual experience may be more complicated than only victimisation'. 30 In reality, 31 Yet to acknowledge such sexual agency is to undermine the many purposes, personal and national, which the assertion of childhood innocence serves.
Care leaver views
Such views are anathema to both campaigners against, and victim/survivors of child sexual abuse for whom the notion of childhood innocence is critical to establishing their case.
However, amongst care leavers and their supporters, there is a concern that with an exclusive focus on sexual abuse as the crime against childhood, other aspects of abuse disclosed by the inquiries are ignored. 'What gets lost here is that children were violated in every sense in an institution, and being used sexually was just one of those violations.' 34 This argument for systemic abuse, in a system in which so many of the institutions functioned under religious auspice, has proven far harder to advance.
Sites of vulnerability
Evidence presented to the various inquiries supports the claim for sexual abuse as a systemic rather than an individual problem. Rather than being built around idealised notions of childhood innocence, institutions for children were saturated with a sexuality, the presence of which was suppressed, or more often, completely denied, confronting the residents with experiences which they had no language to describe, and against which they had little ability to protest. Boys commonly swam naked, and bath-times for both boys and girls were confusingly sexualised. As a small child at the Salvation Army home in Box Hill, Steve 'wondered at why the person washing me took a lot of time washing my "private parts" ...
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Silencing mechanisms
This quasi-religious sanction also made it difficult for children to report abuse. The state entrusted children to the care of these organisations because they were religious and hence assumed to be above reproach. 60 The level of trust was such that inspection was minimal leaving children with virtually no-one outside the institution to whom they could speak.
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Even in cases where children or their families attempted to speak out, they were unlikely to be believed. McAlinden has labelled this phenomenon 'social denial' grounded in a 'culture of disbelief' around clerical abuse. 62 Silence also prevailed within religious organisations where a belief in the sanctity of suffering, and the power of forgiveness acted against the recognition of such behaviour as a criminal offence and deciding to act accordingly. Through this process the abuser became the victim, and the survivor was rendered un-Christian for demanding justice rather than offering forgiveness.
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Steve understood this dynamic and never thought to disclose the Salvation Army officer's behaviour 'I was so scared at what would happen to me if I told anyone, no-one would believe me as I was only a child and they were trusted officers'. 64 The boys assaulted from around the age of ten by the dairyman at St John's Goulburn, felt powerless, for to alert 59 As above Submission 419. 60 As above at note 6 p vii 61 As above p 102. 62 As above at note 8 p 22-3
63 As above at note 54 p 6
64 As above at note 32 Submission 510 the nuns was to confess to 'committing sexual acts and then being bashed for it'. 65 Others were more trusting. Margaret Finn reported her assault to the Sister in charge, only to be called 'a liar and a wicked, wicked child' and threatened with severe punishment if she raised the matter again.
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Ralph Doughty is adamant that such reactions arose out of denial rather than disbelief.
The officers at his Salvation Army home, he argues, 'would have witnessed the exploitation, the bashings, the caning, the deprivation of sleep, the exhaustion from overwork, the withholding of food, the silence torture, the standing at attention in line torture, the sexual abuse, the sexual embarrassment and the many other ways that a child can be abused', yet noone intervened. 67 Bryan Glanville recalls that when the boys at St Augustine's attempted to expose an offending brother, the reaction was swift. Addressed by the superintendent they were told '"There is a rumour going round ... [and] if I hear one more word of it you will be up before the court on a charge of defamation of character, and you will be sent to Royal Park". Laird's experience is indicative of the degree to which external authorities were complicit in preserving the reputation of religious institutions. The pattern that emerges from the evidence given to the various inquiries is confirmed in institutional files. In some cases where children reported abuse, they noticed that action was taken. An offending staff member left suddenly or was relocated to another area of the home where they were less likely to do damage. 71 Sometimes a note was placed on file barring the accused from further interaction with children, but no-one gave an account of institutional authorities ever contacting the police. 72 Departmental files confirm that in cases where complaints had been made to external authorities, their first recourse was to go back to the institution to seek a resolution.
If the offender was a staff member, the Superintendent or matron was usually able to resolve the matter by a quiet dismissal. In cases where the superintendent himself was at fault, board members or church authorities stepped in to ensure that he was quickly removed. In the few instances where the state department referred the matter to police, the cases seldom progressed because police doubted that the evidence of the victims would be believed in a court. Without witnesses, it was assumed, the word of a child would not stand up against the word of a respected adult for whom the loss of the position was considered to be sufficient punishment.
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Institutionalised children as 'moral dirt'
In all of these discussions, the eye of pity fell upon the abuser, perhaps a once trusted former colleague now faced with disgrace, and the impetus was to minimise that harm. The focus was on providing opportunities for the sinner to repent rather than pursuing justice for the child. But, as Parkinson has persuasively argued, forgiveness in such cases became 'a spiritual argument for avoiding the consequences of the crime, and negating the need to deal with his offending behaviour'. 74 In order to understand the indifference to the child it is helpful to invoke Harry Ferguson's argument about institutionalised children as 'moral dirt'.
The harsh treatment which such children received, he writes, was not aberrant but essential to the purpose of child rescue. Removed children 'were treated harshly because they were victims of cruelty…the key to unravelling the meaning of child abuse and institutional care lies in understanding the concept of neglect and its links with sexual morality and the notion of "moral danger"'. 
Coming out as victims
The feminist reconfiguration of child sexual abuse gave care leavers the language and the tools to challenge this self understanding. The identification of abuse as an exploitation of adult power which represents a major breach of trust provided the means through which victim/survivors, in their emerging support groups, could come to a new understanding of their experiences. These support groups brought care leavers into an alliance with the much wider groups of adults abused as children in other church and community sectors adding to the valency of sexual abuse as the greatest transgression of childhood innocence. Whatever the circumstances in which the sexual interaction occurred, they were children, and hence, by definition, were unable to give informed consent. By 'coming out' as victims care leavers were able to access the self-help groups which played such an important role in the social activism of the 1970s and beyond, or to create self-help groups of their own around a similar model. 77 Blending emotion and policy these groups functioned to change both the inner world of the individual and forced the larger social world to confront their issues. Everybody always asks me if there was any sexual abuse while I was at these places 'as a ward of the state'...nowadays everybody knows this 'sex abuse' as a crime against society. When you're a child in the fifties and sixties you don't know much about this 88 The shift from people to victims is crucial, for while the church continued to appeal to an understanding still widely believed within the male clerical hierarchy and their almost exclusively male advisors, its representatives misunderstood the degree to which the victim voice has now become the dominant discourse shaping contemporary understandings of clerical abuse.
This article has argued for the importance of feminist discourses around child sexual abuse in enabling victims of institutional abuse to find a language in which to reconceptualise their experiences in out of home care. In so doing it has allowed them to discredit the attitudes that prevailed during their childhood that looked-after children were morally inferior, and that the predominantly religious organisations that had responsibility for their care were above reproach, an attitude which simultaneously exposed such children to higher risks because of the lack of official oversight and discredited any attempts they made to bring attention to their abuse. While the language of victimhood may come at a price it has given care leavers in Australia and beyond a powerful position from which to capture the attention of governments, to narrate their experiences of abuse and assert claims for redress. 88 As above at note 55 20-May-13
